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UK. For the past 18 
years, she has written 
about many different 
aspects of health and 
lifestyle for national  
UK newspapers and 
magazines, health 
charities, businesses  
and patient-support 
programmes. She edits 
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Yet
sometimes the doors are 
closed. That’s when it’s up to 
adults to step in and show 
children the way to go. Chil-
dren need a loving, strong 
foundation to support, en-
cou rage and also challenge 
them to keep on going. They 
need us in the background 
as they discover the world 
around them.

This is particularly true for 
deaf and hearing-impaired 
children. It’s up to us to help 
them open those doors, for 
instance by making the world 
of sounds and words accessi-
ble to them. Because it’s only 
when children can hear that 
they can learn to speak and 
communicate on all levels.

 
That’s why MED-EL has been 
working for a long time 
to give deaf and hearing- 
impaired children hearing 
implants as early as possible. 
One of our company’s aims in 
the years ahead is to help all 
children to hear before their 
fifth birthday. 

Much has happened since the 
first multi-channel cochlear 
implant (CI) was developed 
in 1977 by the Hochmairs, 
founders of MED-EL. New 
technologies have brought 
remarkable improvements to 
hearing with an implant for 
both children and adults. But 
there is still a long way to 
go. While in many European 
countries around 90 per cent  

 
 
of children who could benefit 
from an implant receive one, 
in the USA that figure is only 
50 per cent and in Japan it is 
even lower. The advantages 
are clear. Around 75 per cent 
of children with a CI get to 
attend mainstream schools. 
They have the chance of full 
professional and social devel-
opment and participation in 
the hearing world. This opens 
doors that would otherwise 
be closed to them. 

In that context, we hope you 
will enjoy freedom on your 
own life journey and that you 
enjoy reading ‘EXPLOREKIDS’. 

OPENING 
DOORS 
Childhood. It should sound like a nursery rhyme and smell 
like ice cream. Being a child is about taking your pick from 
a treasure chest full of delights and opportunities and 
walking through doors that are open for you

EDITORIAL

Best wishes from 
the editorial team
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GO FIGURE

Worldwide, around 32 million children are 
so hard of hearing that their daily lives are 
negatively impacted. Most of them live in  
low-income countries.

At the age of seven, 
Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart toured around 
west Europe with his 
sister Nannerl for three 
and a half years. The 
child-prodigy siblings  
also visited London,  
where Wolfgang met  
his first role model,  
Johann Christian Bach.

Children laugh about 400 times per day; 
adults just 15 times. 

At the age of 20 months, children can understand around  
214 words and say approximately 170; by the age of three, 

they already know around 450 words. Children whose 
parents talk to them a lot develop a better ability to speak 

and pronounce words than those of a similar age who 
have had less verbal communication. Not surprisingly, their 

performance is better when it comes to reading, speech 
development and vocabulary. 

Worldwide, the births of around 
230 million children under five years 
old are not registered. As a result, 
these children usually have no birth 
certificate, which means that they may 
be excluded from healthcare provision 
or education. Officially they have no 
name or nationality.

32,000,000

170

230,000,000

400
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         I love  
to listen to...

YOU TELL US

Children from around the world describe  
their favourite sounds and words

“The noise of the wind while riding my bike! 
When you’re fast and the wind is strong, it nearly 

feels like taking off.”

“My favourite thing to listen to is 
the rain because it helps me sleep 

and it is a nice soft sound.”

“My dog Cooper crunching his food 
and drinking his water.”

“The snowplough when it goes beep 
beep up the street on snowy days.”

“Rice Krispies when they go snap, 
crackle and pop.”

“People laughing –  
it makes me laugh.” 

“When my flip-flops go squish, 
squash!”

“I love the sounds animals make 
because they are so cute.” “The splash a mermaid’s tail  

makes in the water.” 

“Myself 
whistling.” 

“I like to listen to 
the Holy Quran in 

school.” 
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YOU TELL US
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“My favourite word is ‘chocolate’ 
because I like eating it and 

also ‘Mia’ because it’s my name. 
My favourite sound is of birds 
singing in the trees because it’s 

beautiful.”

“I love the cheering noise when 
my favourite football team scores 
a goal: Boca Juniors. I really like 

listening to the commentator 
when he shouts in excitement: 

‘Now look at this, Boca’s coming! 
Cata Díaz takes the ball, passes 
to Calleri, and GOAL for Boca!’”

“I like the words ‘roar’ and ‘meow’ 
because I like pretending to be a lion 

and a cat.”

“The sound of the ocarina from my 
TV game is pretty. I also love to 

sing my school song.”

“I love listening to my mum play 
the song from ‘Frozen’,  

(I’m freeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee…)  
on the piano.”

“My favourite words 
are ‘psychology’ and 
‘Neverland pirates’.”

“What I love hearing the 
most is applause, because it 
means I did something well.”

“I like the sound that scissors 
make when cutting paper.” 

“I like the word ‘Charlie’ best because  
it’s me and myself is important.”

Many thanks to: Tomas, Argentina; Vincent and Bernadette, 
Austria; Falon and Holly, Canada; Angelino, France; Nicolas, 
Germany; Shyuya, Japan; Jimena, Spain; Charlie, Mia, and 
Saffie, UK; Rawan, United Arab Emirates; Samuel and 
Cadence, USA.

“I love listening to music, watching 
TV, watching movies, speaking with 
my buddies. I like it at school when 
we do dictation and when Mum tells 
me stories. And I like to listen to 

the ‘pchiii’ when we do  
the cooking.”
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WORD PLAY

It’s
one of the most exciting milestones for 
new parents – that precious moment 
when a baby opens their mouth and  
utters, not just a coo or a gurgle, but 
their very first fully formed word.  
Although this may seem like the start 
of a new phase – your baby’s very first  
communication using language – it’s 
actually just another step in a process 
that began some time ago in the womb. 

First sounds

By the 20th week of pregnancy, the 
cochlea – the part of the inner ear that 
transmits sound signals to the auditory 
nerve – is fully formed. By 25 weeks, 
the whole auditory system is complete. 
Some research suggests that babies 
react to their mothers’ voices in the 
womb as early as 16 weeks, while one 
study showed that when babies heard 
music in the womb, their heart rates 
increased and they moved around in 
time to the music. They even remember 

the sounds too. In a 2013 Finnish study, 
EEG sensors revealed that babies’ brains 
displayed memories of made-up words 
that had been played to them when 
they were in the womb.

Why hearing is important

So what does all this have to do with 
talking? “Children learn to speak by 
copying what they hear, so hearing 
is key to the development of speech 
and language,” explains Dr Kaukab  
Rajput, Consultant Audiological Physi-
cian at Great Ormond Street Hospital for  
Children in London, UK  “A child will 
hear a sound or word, reproduce their 
own version, then correct themselves as 
their listening skills gradually improve. 
This is also the way in which a child 
learns to use language.” It‘s important 
to note that speech is defined as the  
ability to make sounds, while language 
is the ability to understand and use 
these sounds in order to communicate. 

10-second summary

A child learns to talk by copying  

sounds and use of language, which is 

why an undiagnosed hearing problem 

can impact on a child’s ability to  

communicate. The earlier a deaf child 

is diagnosed and treated, the better their 

chances of learning to speak normally. 

Talking to both hearing children and 

those with CIs is the best way to help 

them develop their language skills. 

Learning to speak is a complex process that begins with  
hearing. Madeleine Bailey looks at how you can help your  
child become word perfect 



10 EXPLOREKIDS

WORD PLAY

1.   Try baby talk – “In the first few weeks, repeating the sounds your baby 
makes will encourage them to continue to make these sounds. This 
reinforcement is a vital part of the learning process for listening and 
spoken communication. Taking it in turns to ‘speak’ helps teach babies the 
art of conversation, and provides an opportunity for them to listen to you, 
listen to themselves, and gradually shape their own productions to match 
yours more closely,” says Ingrid Steyns.

2.  Chat to them – Even though your baby can’t understand what you’re 
saying, talk through routines, describing what you’re doing and making 
eye contact with them.

3.  Limit technology – “Avoid letting toddlers spend too long watching TV or 
playing on tablets, as children learn better through interaction that is 
personally meaningful to them,” says Dr Rajput. Talking, reading and 
singing will all help teach them new words.

4.  Pronounce words properly – Once your child is beginning to speak, it is 
important to set an example by using the correct pronunciation.

5.  Encourage imaginative play – Pretending to work in a shop, for instance,  
is a great way to expand their vocabulary.

5 ways to help  
your child progress

The following strategies  
can help children who hear 
normally, as well as those 
with cochlear implants, to 

learn to talk: 
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Reading, talking and singing with your child are great ways to help them 
learn new words.
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WORD PLAY

The process

Ingrid Steyns specialises in listening,  
speech and language rehabilitation 
at the Innsbruck-based head office of  
MED-EL, an Austrian company that  
develops and produces hearing im-
plants. She explains: “At four to six 
months, babies begin to babble and im-
itate sounds. In babbling and vocal play,  
babies gradually learn to coord inate and 
combine early sounds together. At seven 
to 11 months, they start to understand a 
small range of frequently heard words 
such as their names, parents’ names or 
common words such as ‘bye bye‘. 

“We see the emergence of first words 
at approximately 12 months, which is 
when words carry a consistent meaning 
as opposed to just copying a sound – 
for instance, the child will say ‘Mama’ 
and look at their mother. They will also 
understand common phrases like ‘sit 
down’ or ‘where’s Daddy?’, and we see 
a rapid expansion in vocabulary.”

Spotting problems

However, problems arise if the child 
can’t hear. Dr Rajput explains: “If a 
child hears no sound at all, the audi-

tory path  ways aren‘t stimulated and 
the hearing part of the brain won‘t  
develop. After three or four years of no 
stimulation, the auditory part of the brain 
makes way for other senses, such as  
vision, which become more dominant.” 

While a profound or total hearing 
loss will become apparent reasonably 
quickly, either through routine tests or 
parental observation, a partial hearing 
problem is harder to spot. “For instance, 
if a child can only hear low frequencies, 

they will only hear parts of some words, 
so ‘house’ will become ‘how’ and ‘shoe’ 
will become ‘oo’. But this may not be 
obvious until perhaps the age of three, 
delaying their speech and language  
development,” says Dr Rajput. 

“If you think your child has a hearing 
problem, it’s important to get an as-
sessment as soon as possible. A delay 
in hearing, speech and language devel-
opment may delay communication and 
affect their educational attainment.” 

What about tonal languages?

Cochlear implants (CIs) were developed in western 
countries so most of the research was automatically 
carried out using European languages such as English 
and German. 

However, over more recent years CIs have found their way to China 
and other non-western countries, where languages have very different 
characteristics. One of the main features of Chinese languages such as 
Mandarin is that they are tonal. This means that the same word can 
have totally different meanings when said at a constant, falling or 
rising pitch. This can be particularly challenging for people who are 
learning to hear with CIs. 

Peter Nopp, Director of Research – Signal Processing, at MED-EL in 
Innsbruck, Austria, explains: “In order to enable a child to learn to 
speak accurately, it’s important to provide as many of the details 
contained in the sound as possible through the CI. This is achieved 
using a sound-coding strategy, which analyses sound signals and then 
stimulates the cochlea via the electrode contacts at the correct rate, 
volume and in the correct place.” 

Naturally, when a sound enters the ear, the whole cochlea, the part  
of the inner ear that conveys sound information to the auditory nerve, 
is stimulated and each sound is perceived at a specific region in the 
cochlea and at a specific rate. Basically, the sound-coding strategy 
imitates this natural process.

“Pitch coding through a CI improves with greater coverage of the 
cochlea. The greater the coverage, the broader the range of 
frequencies provided,” adds Peter Nopp.

Also, practice makes perfect when it comes to (re)habilitation. Ingrid 
Steyns, Rehabilitation Manager at MED-EL in Innsbruck, Austria, 
explains: “Children who are using CIs to learn tonal languages would 
need to focus on distinguishing and reproducing these unique tones 
more than, say, their European counterparts. As tonal sounds carry a 
change in meaning, the importance of accurately recognising and 
utilising them is crucial for successful communication.”

The SYNCHRONY cochlear implant system is 
small and lightweight, so great for children.
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WORD PLAY

In what circumstances are cochlear 
implants (CIs) suitable for a child?
CIs are considered for children diagnosed 
with a type of hearing loss known as  
sensorineural at a severe to profound level 
in one or both ears. In some countries,  
children with moderately severe sensori-
neural hearing loss may also be considered 
when insufficient benefit is derived from 
hearing aids. Access and commitment to 
auditory training, also known as (re)hab-
ilitation (see right), is very important, too.

Why is auditory training necessary? 
After a CI is fitted, a person receives 
stimulation that provides a message of 
sound to their brain. An understanding of 
this message isn’t necessarily immediate, 
and skills for understanding these sounds 
need to be practised. During auditory 
training, CI users learn to recognise 
sounds and words, gradually improving 
over time. For adults, the average rehab-
ilitation period takes six to 12 months, 
but for young children, (re)habilitation 
programmes often last for several years, 
as this is a critical time for speech and 
language learning.

How does the training of babies 
and young children who have never 

been able to hear differ from the 
rehabilitation of adults?
The process of a child learning to 
speak is complex and relies heavily on 
their ability to hear. Babies must have  
adequate access to all the sounds of  
speech and numerous opportunities to 
listen to spoken language before they, 
in turn, can develop it. If a child is fitted 
with a CI in the early years of life, their 
habilitation model can follow a devel-
opment that’s very similar to the way  
children without hearing problems would 
learn to listen and speak. The brain is 
born ready to receive sound and is in a 
sensitive period for language learning. 

For people who lose their hearing after  
learning to speak, the rehabilitation 
model will follow a re-learning pathway, 
where sound provided by the CIs is  
shaped to match their pre-existing know-
ledge of spoken language.

How can implanted children be best 
supported in learning to speak?
A team approach is most effective with 
support from the surgeon, audiologist, 
speech and language pathologist and 
rehabilitation specialist, as well as the 
family and teachers. The family’s role is 

HOW DO IMPLANTED 
CHILDREN LEARN  
TO TALK?

Ingrid Steyns 

is a Rehabilitation Manager at 
MED-EL’s head office in Innsbruck, 
Austria. She is a certified listening 
and spoken language specialist 
and a practising speech and  
language pathologist. 
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MED-EL Rehabilitation Manager, Ingrid Steyns, 
explains how children with cochlear implants can 
learn to speak as well as their peers
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extremely important. Listening, speech and language are learnt 
through abundant, meaningful exposure, so families must be 
given the right information on suitable strategies to achieve 
this. For a baby or a young child, this may involve singing songs 
to stimulate particular speech sounds that they don’t yet have 
in their repertoire, or playing games and activities that include 
certain features of language. It’s a case of closely monitoring 
the child’s progress while incorporating specialist knowledge, 
and adapting goals to further improve the child’s outcomes.

Can deaf children with implants learn to hear and speak 
as well as their normal-hearing peers?
In the early years of a child’s life, the brain is at its most 
adaptable, ready to receive sound and develop language. 
With early cochlear implantation and rehabilitation, this prime 

period for development can be maximised, and deaf children 
with CIs have the potential to achieve listening and speaking 
skills that are comparable to those of their peers who don’t 
have a hearing impairment.  

‘Rehabilitation’ refers to the process after CI surgery 
in which people who have lost their hearing learn 
how to hear again. 

‘Habilitation’ refers to the process after CI surgery 
in which people who were born deaf learn to hear 
for the first time.

Auditory training is vital after surgery to help users understand speech. This can take 
several years in children but the results can be excellent.
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BODY AND MIND

Encouraging more physical activity in children’s everyday lives  
is a no-brainer – after all, everyone knows it can help reduce the  

risk of serious health problems. But movement brings other,  
less obvious, benefits too, says Sigrun Saunderson 

LET’S GET 
MOVING!

People 
who talk about getting children away 
from their screens and on to the playing 
fields are usually thinking about physical 
health: reduced risk of obesity and circu-
latory conditions such as heart disease 
and diabetes, for instance. However, 
movement has far more to offer than 
mere physical fitness. 

“Movement is the original mother tongue 
through which children communicate 
with their environment, even before 
they’ve learnt to speak,” says Heidi 
Samonig, a children’s physiotherapist 
from Graz, Austria. “Through movement, 
children learn to act independently and 
develop their personalities.” 

For instance, we first learn the principle 
of acceleration by throwing a ball, and 
when we fall off a swing, we learn the 
meaning of gravity as well as how to  

 
 
improve our coordination. According to 
Heidi Samonig, children who don’t move 
enough often have deficiencies in areas 
such as coordination and dexterity. 
However, through sport they can build 
self-confidence and perseverance.

Even social skills are influenced by sport, 
which can teach teamwork, fairness and 
the ability to lose gracefully. In fact, the 
latest studies show that strong muscle 
use can influence attention span and 
ability to regulate emotions, control 
impulses and tolerate frustration – the 
very same abilities that many teachers 
and psychologists say are increasingly 
lacking in the classroom.

Brain booster

One potential solution is to increase the 
amount of physical activity that children  

 
 
do in nurseries and schools. The theory 
behind this is psychomotor activity, 
which focuses on the connection bet-
ween physical activity and the psyche. 

“Movement is a basic need just like 
eating and drinking,” says Professor 
Dr Otmar Weiss, head of the psycho-
motor activity course at the University 
of Vienna in Austria. “This need has to 
be fulfilled. And it can be combined with 
cognitive challenges in order to learn 
more efficiently.”

As far as learning is concerned, research 
shows that physical activity actually 
encourages the new formation of nerve 
cells in the brain. And as movement 
increases blood circulation, ideal con- 
ditions are created to help these nerve 
cells connect with each other. In addi-
tion, the number of neurotransmitters – 
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the brain’s chemical messengers that 
convey signals between nerve cells – is 
increased. So, does movement promote 
intelligence? Neuroscience suggests 
that it may. 

Mood enhancer

It is also a remedy for stress. “In every 
respect, from the microcellular to the 
psychological level, movement does 
not just prevent the effects of chronic 
stress; it can even cause them to re-
cede,” writes John J Ratey, Associate 
Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Har-
vard Medical School, USA, in his book 
‘Spark: The revolutionary new science of 
exercise and the brain’.

It’s well established scientifically that 
movement boosts levels of endorphins, 

also known as ‘happy hormones’. The 
mood enhancers serotonin and dopa-
mine are released, while the concentra-
tion of blood levels of noradrenalin, a 
hormone that encourages motivation, 
are also increased, creating the perfect 
conditions to combat stress and boost 
mood. After all, movement is fun – this 
is easy to see from watching children 
run around together.

Yet, despite all these happy hormones, 
not all children enjoy sport, for instance 
when too much pressure is placed on 
them at an early age. And, of course, 
there are also children who simply don’t 
like moving around a lot. “We have to 
recognise this fact too,” states Heidi  
Samonig. “The way in which children 
come to know their own bodies should 
remain a positive experience.” 
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Besides the obvious health benefits, 

physical activity plays a crucial role in 

a child’s development, right from the 

start. It can help improve the brain’s 

performance, facilitating learning, 

boosting mood and motivation, and 

helping develop social skills. In other 

words, active kids have more chance 

of being smart, happy and popular!

10-second summary
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WHAT CAN WE  
LEARN FROM OUR  
CHILDREN?
At some point, most of us lose our childish outlook on the world.  
Yet there are some aspects that are well worth rediscovering,  
argues Verena Ahne  

A CHILD’S VIEW
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A CHILD’S VIEW

When 
my son first travelled by tram alone 
at the age of six, it was an adventure 
that had preoccupied him for days. 
“My knees were shaking,” he explained  
afterwards with bright eyes, “like when 
I milked the cow for the first time.” 
(That had been just the summer before 
on holiday in the Alps.) He was visibly  
taller with pride. At the time, I remem-
ber think  ing what a small thing it was to 
travel just three stops alone – yet that 
first stab at independence means so 
much to a child.

In fact, children look at everything in a 
very different way from adults. All their 
experiences are colourful and intense. 
Anyone who goes out and about with 
a small child will know that they often 
pause, listen and react to noises that we 
adults no longer notice, such as a dog 
barking, an aeroplane humming in the 
sky or the chirping of a bird. 

Transfixed with amazement, a child 
will stand open-mouthed in front of a  

 
 
luxuriously decorated Christmas tree in 
the shopping centre while the parents 
hardly give it a second glance. They  
notice the ant that struggles with a 
small twig. They hear, they see, they feel 
the world: mud between the toes, sand 
and wind on the skin, food squished 
between the fingers. 

Fresh outlook

“A child’s world is fresh and new and 
beautiful, full of wonder and excite-
ment,” wrote US marine biologist  
Rachel Carson, who became an icon 
of the 1960s environmental movement 
through her book ‘Silent Spring’. “It is 
our misfortune that for most of us that 
clear-eyed vision, that true instinct for 
what is beautiful and awe-inspiring,  
is dimmed and even lost before we 
reach adulthood.”

Children can lose themselves in the 
moment in a wonderful way. Their exp-
eriences can be so intense that the 

“A child can teach an adult three things: 
to be happy for no reason, to always  
be busy with something, and to know 
how to demand with all his might that 
which he desires.” 
Paolo Coelho, author of ‘The Fifth Mountain’

“Children teach 
us to dream”

Dr Mimma Abbate is a developmental 
psychologist in Milan, specialising 
in trauma and children’s drawings

“I like everything about children: 
the way they see things as they 
are and without preconceptions, 
their trust in others and in the 
world, their honesty, their joy at 
discovering new things. Children 
teach us to dream, to think great 
things, to ask for help without 
shame and not to fear the 
opinions of others. 

“Children express themselves 
through conversation, dreams, 
drawings, writing, playing  
and behaviour. We, as adults, 
should be patient, listen to  
them, and offer them empathy, 
understanding, respect and, in  
a single word: LOVE.” 

“Staying close to others”

Paul L Harris is a developmental 
psychologist at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, USA 

“Children show us how to stay 
close to those who love us.”
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memories often recur throughout the 
rest of their lives. 

“Some of us, perhaps many more than 
we expect, have had extraordinary,  
sometimes even mystical experiences, 
in our early years of life,” explains US 
psychologist Edward Hoffman, who 
has analysed hundreds of reports from  
both children and adults on their 
most intense and beautiful childhood 
memories. There are many different 
types of catalysts for such transcend-
ental mom ents. They could be simple,  
everyday experiences that completely 
consumed a child at the time, dreams, 
music or – and this was the most pre-
dominant segment – experiences in the 
natural world.

Small things

As we get older, we notice that time 
passes more and more quickly, and this 
is due to the fact that we are no longer 
conscious of all the small things, exp-
eriences or moments that seem to last 
for eternities to children. Things that are 
experienced often are no longer special. 
Time contracts to nothing as it becomes 
caged into routine processes that are 
no longer worth remembering.

But there is a remedy: let a child take 
you by the hand and lead you around. 
By doing this, you can learn to be alert, 
observant and open all over again. It’s 
a great way to rediscover the wonders  
of the world. 
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“Children don’t bear 
grudges”  

Elisa Hsiang-Yueh Wang leads  
the education department at Taipei  

Economic and Cultural Office,  
based in Vienna, Austria

“When children fight with each 
other, they quickly forget and 
become friends again. Adults 
don’t find it as easy to reach 

reconciliation – they find it 
harder to forgive.”
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“It’s about supporting,  
not instructing, children”

Arno Stern is an educationalist, researcher and founder 
of Malort, a studio in Paris where children can freely 
express themselves through art

“It shouldn’t be about what we can learn from 
children. This kind of thought comes from an 
inverted teacher-pupil approach. We as parents 
must be responsible and truth-worthy reference 
points for our children and must support them in 
their endeavours. Children naturally want to 
explore the world, and the emphasis should be  
on supporting rather than instructing them in this. 
It’s about mutual trust and recognising children’s 
undoubted abilities.”

A CHILD’S VIEW

“As a child, one has that magical 
capacity to move among the 
many eras of the earth; to see 
the land as an animal does; 
to experience the sky from the 
perspective of a flower or a 
bee; to feel the earth quiver and 
breathe beneath us; to know a 
hundred different smells of mud 
and listen unself-consciously to 
the soughing of the trees.” 
Valerie Andrews, author of ‘A Passion for this Earth’

“Children show us a better world”

Musician, composer and author André Stern is the son of Malort founder,  
Arno Stern, and father to Antonin, aged five

“In terms of openness, impartiality, lack of prejudices and hierarchies, children 
are true experts. They relate to other living beings with enthusiasm, with open 
hearts and open arms, not noticing skin colour, religion, income and age – and 
they always search for the greatest possible diversity because this is the top 
priority as an enrichment factor for them. In this way, children can show us 
how the world could be a better place. And we don’t even need to work 
towards this – we would simply have to avoid distancing ourselves from our 
natural state.”
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Being different is seen as a good thing these days. 
Should you encourage children to be different?

I’m not a big believer in this concept. Far too often it’s an 
idea that parents and educators invent in order to mask their 
own pain or make themselves appear useful rather than being 
of real value to children. All your child needs is authentic, 
emp athic parents. In practice, that means parents who don’t 
behave according to a set method or strategy but instead see, 
listen to and accept the child as they are, and lend their crea-
tivity to children when they are unable to see a way forward. 

Let’s imagine a family with three children. Two of them 
can hear normally, one of them is severely impaired. 
How should and could this family respond to the one 
child being different?

Siblings often tend to behave the same way towards a dis-
abled child as the parents do. However, sometimes parents 
are overly protective or occupied with the disabled child and 

as a result, the other children feel the need to rebel because 
they have different boundaries and limitations. Relationships  
between children are unique in each family. Never tell a child how 
they should think and feel about their disabled sibling but be 
interested and curious about how they actually think and feel.  

What are the most common mistakes people can make 
when children are physically different, and specifically 
deaf or hard of hearing?

Many parents spend far too much energy in attempts to 
strengthen their child’s self-confidence and ignore the fact 
that the more different a child is from other children, the more 
self-esteem they need. Self-esteem reflects a person’s overall 
sense of worth as opposed to self-confidence, which relates 
more to assurance in a specific area such as musical ability.

If I understand your theories correctly, you also say 
that children learn much more by imitation than from 
verbal explanations. What implications does that  

INTERVIEW

If you can’t hear, you are different from most other people. So 
how can parents help their deaf child to deal positively with this 
difference? Danish family therapist Jesper Juul* explains his 
approach to Christoph Zotter

FAMILY VALUES
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INTERVIEW
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About Jesper Juul 

Jesper Juul was born in the small 
Danish town of Vordingborg in 1948.  
In the 1970s, he founded the Kempler 
Institute of Scandinavia, named 
after the US family therapist Walter 
Kempler. In 2004, he founded the 
family-counselling organisation, 
familylab International, which is 
active in nine countries. Jesper Juul 
has written numerous books on  
education and family, including  
‘Our Child is Chronically ill: A guide 
for parents’ (Kösel, Munich, 2005).  
For more information, visit  
www.jesperjuul.com 

have for children who have hearing 
impairments?

As I’m sure all parents of a child with 
a hearing problem already know, these 
children have been experts in reading 
and copying behaviour since birth. As 
in all communication between people, 
the verbal message is only 15 per cent, 
and most deaf children I have met can 
easily compensate for the loss of this. 

Let’s imagine that the parents can 
hear and the child is deaf, or vice 
versa. How should parents deal 
with having different sensory 
perceptions from their child?

Some degree of difference in per-
ceptions is a factor in all parent-child 

relationships. The way to deal with it 
is to pay attention, and be interested 
and appreciative as you learn about 
the ways in which your child feels and 
interprets the world around them. When  
necessary, do all you can to make your 
own emotions, thoughts and reactions 
clear and understandable to the child. 

* In 2012, Jesper Juul developed a serious 
neurological disease, which has made  
speaking difficult. As a result, this interview 
was carried out in writing.
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PORTR AIT

Sebastian Wassgren was born deaf but can hear as well as any 
other 11-year-old boy, thanks to early diagnosis and treatment. 
Ulrike Moschen learns how being able to hear has given him 
the same life opportunities as his school friends

Young 
Sebastian Wassgren is a pioneer in at 
least two ways. He was born in 2004 
in Karlskoga, Sweden, in one of the few 
hospitals that had recently introduced a 
hearing test for newborns. At just two 
days old, he was the first child to be 
diagnosed deaf using the new test. At 
10 months old, he became the youngest 
child in Sweden to receive a cochlear 
implant (CI) and a year later, his second 
CI was fitted. 

A few months before this, the Wass-
gren family had moved from Stockholm 
to their summerhouse in Karlskoga.  
Sebastian likes it there. While children in 
Stockholm have to make plans to meet 
days in advance, he can move around 
freely on his bicycle and simply check 
in with his friends for an hour on spec. 

Full schedule

Sebastian’s speech is no different from 
that of his peers of the same age; in 
fact, his vocabulary is better on the 
whole. He attends a mainstream school 
and an after-school centre and in his 
free time, he plays football for his 
local team, Immetorp, does athletics or  
dances. At the age of five, Sebastian 
saw break-dancing on television: “That 
was cool. I wanted to be able to do that 
too!” he says.

Now he practises krumping, a form of 
street dance that was created in the  
African-American ghettos of Los Angeles  

 
 
and demands a high degree of supple-
ness. Sebastian even performs on stage. 
Music plays a big role in Sebastian’s life. 
In addition to the hippest DJs, he has a 
weakness for Coldplay, Queen, Metallica 
and Iron Maiden. 

Dispelling concerns

The CIs are so much a part of Seb astian 
that he hardly gives them a second 
thought in his everyday life. They don’t 
get in the way of his sporting activities 
and he just has to remove the external 
parts, the audio processors, when he 
goes swimming.

So what was it like when his parents, 
Per and Julia, found out that their new-
born son was deaf? “We tried to keep 
a positive outlook,” says Per. “I focused 
on the practical things we needed to 
do. As he grew older, it was helpful that 
Sebastian was open and curious rather 
than timid.” 

Of course his parents had concerns 
about how Sebastian would develop, the 
extent to which his CIs would compen-
sate for his deafness and whether he 
would be able to keep up with other 
children. But Sebastian had his own 
methods of dispelling his parents’ con-
cerns. At the age of six, he took part in 
a dancing talent competition – and won! 
“I cried on that day,” says his father. 
“And I knew then that this was the last 
time I’d feel concerned about him.” 

Eleven-year-old Sebastian Wassgren 

was diagnosed deaf at just two days 

old through a recently implemented 

newborn screening test. This  

incredibly early diagnosis led to him 

being the youngest child in Sweden to 

receive a cochlear implant at the age 

of 10 months, followed by a second 

implant a year later. As a result, his 

speech is no different from other 

children’s, he attends a mainstream 

school and has developed a passion 

for music and dance. 

 

12-second summary 
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– Life
– Sustenance
– The best possible health
– Education
– Play
– Participation
– Freedom of information and freedom of expression
– Privacy
– Freedom of thought, beliefs and religion
– Protection from physical or mental violence
– Protection from sexual exploitation
– Protection from economic exploitation
– Special support for disabled children
– Protection and support for child refugees
– Rehabilitation for victims of violence and exploitation
– Protection in armed conflicts

WELLBEING

A 
RIGHT  

TO

HEAR
The main  
rights of  
the child
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Since 1989, much of the world has  
united behind the United Nations’
children’s rights. Yet still so many 
children aren’t getting access to 
treatment for deafness. Surely  
this infringes their rights to  
health and development  
opportunities, argues  
Sigrun Saunderson 

WELLBEING
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WELLBEING

“Children 
want an ideal world, so that is what I 
depict in my books,” said Astrid Lindgren, 
the world-famous Swedish author whose 
incredibly popular children’s books were 
translated into around 90 different lang-
uages during the 20th century. 

There are arguably only a few loca-
tions in the world that come anywhere 
near an ideal children’s world and, of  
course, in reality there is no such thing. It’s  
some  thing that cannot be achieved by 
any law in the world, though this doesn’t 
stop the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child from trying. 

In 54 articles, it sets out what rights 
children all over the world should have, 
from the right to life to protection from  
exploitation and violence and special  

support for disability. Yet even though 195 
countries have recognised these stand-
ards, children’s rights are still abused 
every single day.

This doesn’t just apply to war zones, 
where children are used as soldiers  
(according to UN reports there are hun-
dreds of thousands of them worldwide), 
or even on tobacco plantations in the 
USA, where 12-year-olds slave away amid 
nicotine dust and pesticides, ent irely 
within the law. Beyond this, the rights 
of children are also violated when, for 
example, between their school time, 
homework and ballet lessons, they have 
no time left just to play (the right to 
rest and leisure is established in article 
31 of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child). Or when a child refugee 

13-second summary 

Children’s rights are now recognised 

over much of the world. Included in 

the list are the right to the best possible 

health and the best possible opportunities 

for development. However, deaf children 

are not getting access to treatment that 

could allow them to hear. The ability to 

hear is a fundamental part of personal 

development, affecting a child’s capacity 

to communicate, build relationships and 

fulfil their potential through academic 

attainment and employment prospects. 

To deny them this is to deny them several 

of their human rights.

©
 M

ED
-E

L

Deaf children who receive cochlear implants as 
babies are much more likely to benefit from the 
same opportunities as their hearing peers.
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WELLBEING

in Germany is denied dental treatment. 
“Child refugees in Germany only get basic 
medical care, and treatment for dental 
cavities is not included in that,” explains 
Holger Hofmann from the Deutsches 
Kinderhilfswerk, a German children’s 
charity. “By doing this, we make them 
second-class children.”

Quality of life

The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
is not only there to protect children from 
clear violations of their human rights, it 
is also there to ensure that they have 
an environment in which they can flour-
ish. This right is sometimes less easy to 
realise: for example, when poor parents 
can’t afford to pay for their children to 
join their class for a school theatre trip – 
or when a child’s development is held 
back by health-related limitations such 
as hearing impairments. Not being able 
to hear properly makes it more difficult 
to interact with your environment, which 
in turn limits development opportunities, 
from friendship to education and career.

It’s estimated that around 32 million 
children worldwide suffer from severe 
to profound sensorineural hearing loss. 
If this goes untreated, or is inadequately 
treated, it can restrict a child’s physical 
and mental potential. 

When a child is born deaf, their capacity to 
learn to speak is limited because in order 
to know how to speak, they first need to 
be able to hear how words are pronoun- 
ced. This, in turn, affects communication 
with others, including peers and teachers. 
Even if such a hearing impairment doesn’t 
develop until later, research shows that 
overall it still impacts on a child’s ability  
to learn and consequently their career 
opportunities. Added to that, it can make 
it more difficult to form and maintain 
social contacts – another essential com-
ponent of a child’s development. 

Hearing solution

Every year, there are around 130,000 
children worldwide born with profound 
deafness, who could benefit from a coch-
lear implant (CI). The earlier the surgery is 
carried out, the sooner they can begin to 
fulfil their potential. Sadly, no where near 
every child has access to this. While in 
many European countries around 90 per 
cent of children who could benefit from 
an implant get one, in the USA that figure 
is only 50 per cent and in Japan it is even 
lower, according to Donna L Sorkin, Exec-
utive Director of the American Cochlear 
Implant Alliance, in a statement for the 
journal ‘Cochlear Implants International’.

In 2009, the UK took a major step to help 
children with impaired hearing. Before, 
a deaf child‘s chances of receiving an 
implant, and when this would happen, 
depended on the policy of their local 
health authority, but there is now a uni-
fied approach nationwide. Deaf children 
are now given an implant in both ears 
– known as bilateral implants – from the 
age of nine months. Today, around 500 
children in the UK get bilateral implants 
every year. In Austria, babies usually un-
dergo the procedure bilaterally between 
six to eight months.

This not only improves quality of life but 
also a child’s chances of living a profes-
sionally and socially rewarding life. One 
2011 study published in medical journal 
‘Ear and Hearing’ suggests that by the 
late teens around 75 per cent of children 
with CIs attend mainstream schools, giving 
them the same educational opportunities 
as their hearing peers. 

Hearing brings with it a number of child-
ren’s rights: the right to the best possible 
health, education, participation, support 
for disability, and the right to freedom of 
information. All in all, it gives children a 
world that is a little nearer the ideal. 

Universal Children’s Day  
on 20 November 

On 20 November 1959, the United 
Nations General Assembly 
adopted the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. This day has 
been marked by Universal 
Children’s Day every year since. 
Visit www.un.org for more details.

The UN Convention on  
the Rights of the Child  
at a glance

Four basic principles

1.  The right to equal treatment and 
protection from discrimination

2.  The best interests of the child 
must always come first in 
decisions affecting children

3.  The right to the best possible 
opportunities for development

4.  Respect for the views of the child
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Imagine a city designed by children. The 
concept isn’t as far-fetched as you may 
think. Alexandra Rotter discovers how 
city planners are increasingly using 
children’s ideas to help inspire 
urban ‘Neverlands’ that work 
for everyone

29

 
URBAN 
PLAYGROUND
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CHILD-FRIENDLY CITIES
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“My dream city 
would be a village in the Caribbean with villas, each having their 
own huge garden and pool. Everyone would have a dog, two 
cats and a dolphin to ride,” says 10-year-old Amélie. What’s 
more, there would be “no criminals, no mayor, no sharks in the 
water, no oil rigs along the coast and no endangered animals.” 

Animals would also be the biggest focus for seven-year-old 
Elia if he could create his own ideal city: “My dream city would 
be full of animals freely running around and helping me. For 
example, I would sit in the pouch of a kangaroo and it would 
take me to wherever I wanted to go. There would also be 
horses for people to ride.”

Cities with free spaces and nature 

wouldn’t just allow children free reign to 

indulge their innate sense of adventure, 

but would improve quality of life for all 

of us. A growing number of examples, 

such as Copenhagen, are showing that it’s 

perfectly possible to achieve this.

7-second summary
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When children describe the cities of 
their dreams, it becomes clear how far 
away the reality is and also how much 
our adult imaginations have become 
stunted. Ok, it may not be exactly re-
alistic to ride dolphins or take kangaroo 
taxis, but behind these wishes there 
are perfectly valid, deeply held desires. 
What Amélie’s and Elia’s ideas boil down 
to is a longing for more contact with 
nature and the outdoors.

Five-year-old Noah is on the same 
wave length – and his ideas would be 
some what easier to implement: he  
wishes for “many more trees in my city. 
I want to plant them myself. They should 
be trees that have lots of fruit. They 
must also have branches that are good 
to climb on.”

Wild things  

Climbing, acrobatics, digging, hiding, play-
ing with matches, collecting branches 
and leaves, getting wet – all this and 
more is needed in order to encourage 
children to develop, discover the world 
and express their playfulness. 

“Children would love to have a bit of 
wild nature where they can do a load 
of ‘forbidden’ things,” states Danish  

architect Jan Gehl. He campaigns for 
cities in which the people are the focus. 
Gehl believes that cities worth living in 
allow and encourage all members of  
society, including children, the elderly 
and people with disabilities, to move 
freely and safely around them.

For Gehl, Freiburg in Germany is an 
example of a child-friendly city. It has 
Bächle – small channels through which 
water flows along the streets. These 
attract children like magnets. It seems 
that water in a city is the secret: “Wet 
children are happy children,” he says. 

In addition to this, he believes that pri-
vate transport must be minimised and 
pedestrians and cyclists should be given 
more space. This would also counteract 
other urban problems such as the risk of 
accidents, exhaust emissions and noise. 
Gehl is behind the conversion of Copen-
hagen from a car-based to a cyclist- and 
pedestrian-based city and has, through 
his company, Gehl Architects, com pleted 
numerous similar projects in cities 
such as Moscow, Shanghai, Singapore 
and New York. However, none of these  
changes has been as extensive as in the 
Danish capital. In fact so many more 
people are now going outside with their 
children that Gehl has often been asked 

if there’s a baby boom. This is not the 
case at all.

Spirit of adventure

For Peter Apel, owner of the planning 
office Stadtkinder (City children), in 
Dort mund, Germany: “Children need 
movement, movement, movement.” 
City planning should allow children to 
be able to roam around the city safely, 
searching for those hidden spaces that 
are often just ugly wasteland or poten-
tial building plots in the eyes of adults. 
But because adults like to concrete over 
these kinds of gaps with residential or 
office buildings, there are fewer and 
fewer of these adventure spaces for 
children in cities.

In Germany, the Spielleitplanung (man-
aged play planning) process is designed 
to protect these kinds of areas from 
being built upon. Its aim is to guaran-
tee a sustainable and environmentally 
friendly development for communities 
while helping to maintain and improve 
the living environments of children  
and adolescents. 

Peter Apel regularly uses the Spiel-
leitplanung process. Specifically, this  
process allows him to take children by 
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the hand and ask them to show him 
their favourite places: “They always take 
us to playgrounds first. Then we ask 
them about their secret hideouts. We 
then travel over hill and dale to places 
that for adults are nothing more than 
wasteland and disordered areas full 
of scrub.” The first thing that’s investi-
gated when undertaking these kinds 
of forays is the traffic situation. It soon  
becomes clear if the green phase of the 
traffic lights is too short or if crossing 
places aren’t accessible for children.

Free spaces 

When we discuss child-friendly cities, 
we are talking about free spaces – and 
in the eyes of city planner Peter Apel, 
these should, in principle, be the start-
ing point of any plans. This doesn’t nec-
essarily mean fully designed children’s 
playgrounds. Jan Gehl even sees play-
grounds critically, since they are spaces 
with only one function. But a city as a 
whole should invite people to play. In 
his opinion, Venice is a good example 

of this: “Children can play anywhere 
there. They don’t need any playgrounds 
because the city itself is a playground.”

The city as a single playground – that 
would also be the dream of Nicola 
Hengst-Gohlke, who lives with her family 
in Düsseldorf’s suburbs in the Mettmann 
district, which has 40,000 residents. 
This mother of an eight-year-old boy 
has a vision: “I’m pretty sure that play-
ing can save the world. We would take a 
large step forwards if we created more 
playing spaces for everything,” she says. 

Hengst-Gohlke started championing 
the interests of children when, after 
moving from Munich to Mettmann, 
she found the playgrounds were neg-
lected: before her son, who was two at 
the time, could play in them, she had 
to clean them up. She researched who 
was responsible for the playgrounds 
and discovered that there are honorary 
playground ‘godparents’ – volunteers 
who regularly check that everything is 
in order, monitor the playing equipment, 
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clear away the rubbish and collect funds 
for improvements. Hengst-Gohlke foun-
ded the Spielplatzpaten für Mettmann 
(Playground Godparents for Mettmann) 
net work and achieved, among other 
things, an increase in the budget for 
playgrounds. In Mettmann, 40 out of 
90 playgrounds now have a godparent, 
some of them children themselves. 

New inspiration

In addition to this, Hengst-Gohlke 
gets involved in projects and ensures, 
through lobbying activities, that local 
councils offer more to children. She is 
convinced that children become strong 
by overcoming obstacles – and they can 
best do this in places where they are 
able to take calculated risks. She bel-
ieves that it’s a big problem that many 
municipal playgrounds and free spaces 
where this is possible are being sold to 
investors in order to make profits.

A worldwide project has recently shown 
that children’s participation in the  

shaping of their cities is beneficial and 
would offer city planners inspir ation. 
The first Design-a-Thon for children 
took place in November 2014 in Amster-
dam, Berlin, Dublin, Nairobi and Rio de 
Janeiro, with children aged eight to 12 
coming up with solutions for cities of 
the future. 

Their ideas included: cars that move 
through a magnetic mechan ism; a 
mechanical tree that collects dirt from 
the air and converts it into fruit using 
3D printing; a greenhouse system for 
homes; and a helicopter that fishes 
plastic from landfill sites and the sea, 
melts it together with solar-powered 
flame throwers and turns it into beds 
for homeless people. 

Gisèle Legionnet-Klees, who managed 
the Design-a-Thon in Berlin, is enth-
usiastic: “The results exceeded all 
my hopes.” She says it had made her  
realise, “how much energy adults spend 
trying to defend ideas rather than 
enjoy ing the freedom to experiment.” 

©
 F

ED
ER

IC
A 

D
EL

 P
RO

PO
ST

O



34 EXPLOREKIDS

PSYCHOLOGY

What makes children happy: a bar of chocolate?  
A new smartphone? According to the experts, it’s 
the same things that work for all of us: meeting  
challenges and fulfilling our potential. What’s 
more, happiness is now being taught in schools,  
as Bettina Benesch discovers 

Happiness.
Does it actually exist? Absolutely, say 
those who study the subject; it comes 
in the form of fulfilment and wellbeing.  
Aristotle called it ‘eudaemonia’ – by that, 
he meant a satisfying lifestyle that in-
cludes a condition of mental balance. 
We’re not talking here about some 
abstract dream world, but rather the 
happiness we enjoy when we find the 
best possible way to deal with the many 
challenges we face in life.

“For a happy life, you also need mis-
fortune,” says business consultant and 
life coach Stefan Gros, who’s based in 
Vienna, Austria. He recently asked older 
people – all of whom were described as 
happy by those close to them – what they 
were most proud of in their lives. Most 
of them reported that they were proud  
of having overcome challenges and  

 
 
negative experiences. Gros concluded that  
people need challenges that they can 
overcome in order to lead a happy and 
satisfied life. And this brings us to the 
topic of children and school. 

Taking action

“We are taking the challenges away 
from our children,” says Stefan Gros.  At 
school, this is evident when we make 
decisions for them, for instance. 

“Even the most dedicated, prog ressive 
teachers donʼt believe that their stu-
dents are capable of doing certain 
things themselves,” says the manage-
ment expert who, with his Happy Health 
organisation, supports schools in their 
work to establish a collaborative culture 
for pupils, teachers and parents.” 

CAN 
HAPPINESS 

BE LEARNED?
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True happiness isn’t so much about  

passing pleasure but the sense of 

fulfilment that comes when we meet 

challenges successfully. Now this concept 

is being taught in a growing number of 

schools worldwide, where pupils are 

learning to be aware of their feelings and 

deal with them positively. This is said 

to boost confidence in pupils and help 

teachers create more motivating classes. 

 

10-second summary

©
 IS

TO
CK

But how do we bring happiness into our 
schools? Teacher Ian Morris and head-
master Dr Anthony Seldon have also 
asked themselves this question. In 2006, 
they brought contentment, happiness 
and wellbeing to Wellington College, a 
boarding school in Berkshire, England. 
According to a report by the UK Gov ern- 
  ment Office for Science, wellbeing is a 
dynamic state in which individuals are 
able to develop their full potential, be 
creative and productive, build strong 
relationships with others and contribute 
to the welfare of the community. 

Toolbox for life

“It is truly about giving pupils a set  
of tools that they can use for life,” explains  
Delyth Lynch who, along with Ian  
Morris, is responsible for wellbeing at 

the school. The pupils learn to be aware 
of their feelings and to accept, recognise 
and deal with them. In this way, anger, 
aggression and fear all become less of  
a threat. 

At Wellington, wellbeing is integrated 
into everyday life. The teachers and 
educators are not only responsible for 
the physical wellbeing of their pupils, but 
also for their psychological and spiritual 
wellbeing. In addition, the approach inc-
ludes fortnightly sessions in which the 
pupils learn how they can bring more 
wellbeing into their lives. They learn 
how to deal with negative emotions, 
how the brain and learning work, as well 
as questions about sexuality, conflicts, 
communication and many other topics. 
The wellbeing approach is based on the 
theory of multiple intelligences, which 
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was developed in the 1980s by Howard 
Gardner, a Harvard professor. According 
to this theory, each child possesses sev-
eral intelligences or abilities, for instance, 
social, logical, physical, linguistic or  
cultural.  At Wellington, all of these abilities 
should be nurtured as much as possible – 
and each pupil should receive as much 
individual support as possible. 

On the curriculum

There is a similar project in about 15 
per cent of the schools in the state of 
Styria in Austria. Since 2008 they have 
had ‘happiness’ as one of their school  
subjects. The teachers attend further 
education courses at the University of   
Teacher Education and focus on  
several areas including nutrition, exer-
cise, res ilience, mental wellbeing and 
social responsibility, then bring this 
knowledge back to the classroom.  

“We conduct evaluations annually,” says 
Dr Eva-Maria Chibici-Revneanu who, as 
part of the local education authority 
of Styria, is responsible for the project 
Glück Macht Schule (Happiness Improves 
Schools). “The pupils are more self- 
confident than before and have a positive 
approach to achievement. The teachers 
are more motivated and know how to 
make their classes a place where stu-
dents enjoy learning.” 

Today there are numerous initiatives on 
the topics of happiness and wellbeing 
around the globe, for example, in New 
Zealand, Australia, the USA and Ger many.  
Terms such as ‘positive education’,  
‘happiness schools’, or simply ‘well- 
being’ are sometimes used to describe 
these programmes. But they all really 
come down to the same thing: learning  
without anxiety, communicating on equal 
terms and overcoming challenges. 

Happy reading
‘Learning to Ride Elephants: 

Teaching happiness and 
well-being in schools’
Ian Morris (Continuum 

International Publishing  
Group, 2009)

‘Mindset: The new 
psychology of success’
Carol S Dweck (Random  

House, 2006)
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SUPPORTING YOUR CHILD 

SOUND 
SUCCESS 
Success doesn’t happen overnight, as the 
saying goes – and that certainly applies to 
learning to hear with cochlear implants. So 
how can you best support an implanted child? 
Alexandra Rotter asks the experts
 

Take 
a look at James Neethling’s daily schedule and it reads like any 
busy 18-year-old’s. Besides the usual school and homework  
commitments, James is a passionate rugby player, takes part 
in cross-country running competitions and plays cricket. He is 
also an accomplished painter, plays the clarinet and, like most 
young men, likes to hang out with his friends. 

That would easily be enough to fill up most people’s diaries. 
But for the past year, there’s been something else, too: hear-
ing practice. The Australian has been completely deaf in his 
left ear since birth and at the age of 17, he received a cochlear 
implant (CI). He also wears a hearing aid in his right ear. 

Since the surgery, the focus has been on building up new 
synapses in the hearing and speech centre of his brain. A  

James’s story in brief

Last year, James Neethling, from the Sydney area of 
Australia, had a cochlear implant (CI) fitted at the 
age of 17. Born completely deaf in his left ear and  
profoundly deaf in his right ear, he had managed 
with a hearing aid until then. James was originally 
assessed for a CI at three, but wasn’t considered  
suitable as he could hear a little in his right ear.  
However, the criteria have since changed and 
implants are now given to people who are deaf in just 
one ear. This is because hearing in both ears makes 
it easier to understand speech in noisy environments 
and determine sound direction. It also aids learning.

Children who are implanted young can learn to hear 
and speak in a natural way. However, because James 
has received his implant in his late teens he needs to 
follow a strict rehabilitation programme, including 
regular practice at home. James is currently halfway 
through what will probably be a two-year journey.
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The later a deaf child 
is provided with a 

hearing implant, the 
more effort it takes 
for them to learn to 

hear and speak.

teacher visits James at home three times 
a week for rehabilitation sessions and he  
practises with his family or by himself 
five times a week. 

“We have a strict routine,” says his  
mother, Kerry Neethling. James does 
four practice exercises, one after the 
other, every day, with his CI turned on 
and his hearing aid off. He listens to 
music and tries to recognise the song 
without looking at the name on his 
phone, he watches his favourite TV 
programme, ‘The Simpsons’, with the 
help of subtitles and he reads aloud and 
converses with his parents or with his 
younger brother in order to get used to 
the sound of different voices.

The ideal age

Seventeen is neither a typical nor an 
ideal age to receive a CI. So when is the 
ideal time? “The earlier, the better,” says 
Joanna Brachmaier, Senior Rehabilitation 
and Education Manager at the London 
office of hearing implant manufacturer 
MED-EL. “Hearing is the first sense to 
develop. Babies can hear noises as early 
as the 24th week of pregnancy.” 

A child needs to be able to hear in order 
to develop speech. If a child can’t hear 
well, their brain may receive no or too 
little information, delaying the develop-
ment of speech and language. The later 
the deaf child is provided with a hearing 
aid or implant, the more effort it takes 
for them to learn to hear and speak. 

Research shows that for optimum res-
ults it’s best for a child to receive the CI 

before the age of two. Up to this point, 
the auditory cortex – the part of the 
brain that’s involved in hearing – has 
equal functioning capacity in both hear-
ing and deaf children. But by the age of 
seven, its functioning capacity in deaf 
children is half that in hearing children 
and this continues to reduce over time. 
Children who don’t have implants early 
often find other ways to manage their 
condition. For instance, in class James 
always sits close to his teachers, while 
in rugby he plays in an outer position so 
he can have the best view of the playing 
field, as he can’t always hear the calls of 
the other players. 

Making it fun

A key element to supporting children 
with CIs is to make the learning process 
fun. This applies both to sessions with 
the therapist as well as at home with 
the family. Because babies can’t give 
clear feedback about whether or not 
they have heard or understood some-
thing, speech therapists initially work 
with music. Helen Peebles, Principal 
Speech and Language Therapist at the 
Listening for Life Centre in Bradford, UK, 
says: “Most children love to sing and to 
listen to music.” Indeed, many CI recipi-
ents learn to play an instrument as soon 
as they are old enough.

With very small children in particular, the 
‘training’ is essentially no different from 
the way any parents would interact with 
their children, for example by pointing 
to a picture of a cow and saying “moo” 
or to a fire engine and mimicking the  
sirens. “Parents should support their 
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James Neethling was 17 when he received his cochlear implant. Now he’s added 
learning to hear to his busy academic and training schedule. James is pictured 
far right, aged 13, with his brother, Alex, and his parents, Siebert and Kerry.

“Parents should support their 
child in a natural way.” 

Joanna Brachmaier, Senior Rehabilitation and Education 
Manager, MED-EL

child in a natural way. They should play with a child who has 
a CI in the same way that they would play with any other 
child,” says Brachmaier. Rituals such as reading aloud, singing, 
telling stories, drawing attention to and naming noises, as well 
as playing age-appropriate games and meeting up with other 
children all support the development of hearing and speech. 
(See page 10 for tips and tricks for helping your child to learn 
to hear and speak.)

But Brachmaier also warns that parents must find a bal ance 
and manage to support their children without asking too 
much of them. Specifically, that means allowing the child to 
pronounce words or giving him or her time to process what’s 
been heard and waiting longer for an answer than perhaps 
they’d normally expect to do. Common parental pitfalls include 
making comparisons with other children who are making 
quicker progress and buying really noisy toys, both of which 
Brachmaier advises against.

Staying motivated

Anyone who’s ever learnt anything knows all about impat-
ience and frustration. Hearing and speaking are key to good 
communication and if you’re unable to do these two things as 
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SUPPORTING YOUR CHILD 

The reward 
system his parents 

have introduced 
helps keep James 

motivated.

well as those around you, this can feel 
quite isolating. As children get older, 
their ability to express themselves ver-
bally becomes greater and so it’s more 
challenging for those with hearing imp-
airments to follow conversations, as 
James Neethling has found. 

“I think James had hoped he would 
make quicker progress,” says Kerry. “We 
were told that the process may take up 
to two years. He’s now about halfway – 
and just like in a race, you can’t stop until 
you reach the finishing line.”

James is lucky. He’s getting plenty of 
encouragement from his parents, his 

brother and his friends. He’s also get-
ting lots of support in school from his 
teachers and fellow students. 

Kerry Neethling believes that it’s im-
p ortant her son shouldn’t feel that  
he has to work too hard on this. 
Practising should also be fun. And the 
reward system that his parents have 
introduced helps motivate him to work 
through his schedule, even when he 
feels that his progress is plateauing. 
They mark off each practice unit on 
a timetable on his wall and, when a 
month is complete, James receives a small 
present that he’s selected himself in 
advance. It works as a great incentive.  

Regular training is a part of James’s life, whether it’s for sport or learning  
to hear. As his mother, Kerry, says: “Just like in a race, you can’t stop until  
you reach the finishing line.” Right, a self-portrait of James, who has won 
awards for his art. 
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ESSAY

With disability comes the pressure to suppress differences. 
Yet we should forget ‘normality’ and nurture our child’s 
individuality and strengths, says Siebert Neethling whose 
son has a severe hearing impairment 

About Siebert Neethling 

Siebert Neethling is the CEO of  
Imprint Strategic Pty Ltd, a 
consulting firm with global 
reach, which specialises in the 
challenges of leadership. He 
writes for work and for pleasure. 
Most importantly, he is the father 
of James, a recent recipient of a 
MED-EL hearing implant. James 
received the cochlear implant in 
his deaf ear in 2014, at the age of 
17. Read more about how James is 
adjusting to life with his implant 
on page 37.
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THE IMPORTANCE  
OF BEING DIFFERENT

When 
the Beatles launched their album ‘With the Beatles’ in November 1963, it caused quite a 
stir. The cover showed the four stars with mop-top hair – an iconic departure from the 
disciplined hairstyles of the time. It was different. 

Less than seven years later, they launched ‘Let It Be’, their last studio album. No one even 
bothered to comment on the cover, even though they had much longer hair, wildly dropping 
to their shoulders, with John’s falling over his glasses down to his chin. 

What had changed in that amazing time, of course, was that the different had become  
the norm. A generation obsessed with not meeting society’s expectations had created  
new expectations. 

As a parent of a child with a severe hearing loss, much of my life has been dedicated to a 
struggle with difference and normality. I have longed for James, now 18, to have friendships 
like his peers – to sound and look as ‘normal’ as possible. Fortunately, his mother, Kerry, 
and I realised early on that if we spent all our efforts trying to overcome his weaknesses, 
we would carve out a miserable life for him. 

Expressing individuality

The best thing we have done for James was to help him develop his strengths. James loves 
music, but with complete hearing loss in one ear and profound loss in the other, he strug-
gled with the subtleties of sound. Thanks to his desire to be like others, he tried the clarinet 
and found that the way the instrument reverberated through his jaw made it possible for 
him to play – just like other boys in his school.

But James’s true passion is art, and he finds that it offers him a way to express his differ-
ence. When given a school assignment to paint a self-portrait, he produced a depiction of 
his daily struggle to concentrate during lessons. It was unlike any portrait by his peers. It 
won him awards and motivated him even more to express his individuality. 

Disability is a point of difference, and so is great ability. Strengths are, by their very nature, 
extra-ordinary and exceptional. James could never be normal even if he tried. Thankfully, 
James will always be different. 
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INTERVIEW

At two years old, violinist Julian Rachlin was 
already fascinated by music, yet he had to beg his 
parents for violin lessons, not least because money 
was scarce. Now a world-renowned musician, he 
shares his early memories with Alexandra Rotter

“I WAS NEVER TREATED LIKE A 

CHILD PRODIGY”

Your parents fled from Vilnius 
[Lithuania] to Vienna with you in 
1978. Why did they make this 
radical move?

My parents left the former Soviet Union in 
order to give me a better life – I was two 
years and nine months old at the time. 
They were considered to be traitors and 
their passports were taken away from 
them at the Soviet border. They were 
prepared to start from nothing. I am 
incredibly grateful to them for this.

Why did they choose Vienna?

My parents are trained musicians. My 
mother is a pianist and conductor and 

my father is a cellist. Their dream was 
to live in Vienna, which is the ‘mecca’ of 
classical music.   

Did you have contact with other 
family members who stayed in 
the Soviet Union?

Before 1990, the time of perestroika, my 
parents weren’t able to visit anyone in 
their homeland – my father couldn’t even 
go to his mother’s funeral. It’s unimagin-
able today. But, by making this choice, 
they were able to give me unbelievable 
opportunities to develop. I was able to 
grow up in a free world where the person 
is the focus and where you can study 
irrespective of your race or religion.
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What conditions did you experience initially 
after leaving the Soviet Union?

It was very difficult at the beginning. We didn’t have anything 
and lived in a tiny basement flat without windows. I didn’t 
have the same toys as other children. But despite this, I was 
a very happy child and have only the fondest memories of  
my childhood.

How did you become interested in music?

At the age of two, I was already fascinated by classical music. 
At the time, I was interested in the violin, but back then it was 
more of a toy for me. From the age of six, I began to learn 
the violin seriously with a teacher. There was a certain talent 
there, but more importantly, I was curious and eager to make 
progress. For me, classical music was like the most exciting 
thriller. I don’t know why but the joy in music and the hunger 
to develop myself further have always been there.
 
Didn’t the fact that your parents were also musicians 
play a role?

There was always music at home and it was infectious. But my 
parents never forced me to learn an instrument. On the contrary, 

I had to beg them to let me do it. They had bigger problems than 
finding me a teacher and didn’t take my request seriously at 
first. But when they saw that I really wanted it, they supported 
me. And most importantly, they gave me love because I was 
their child and not because they wanted to make something 
out of me. That’s also the secret of my success and why I’ve 
always loved music. I know of many cases in which parents 
pathologically attempt to make something out of their children.

 

How did music influence your everyday life as a child?

Music has influenced my entire life in wonderful ways. As a 
child, I did everything that other children did. I played outside, 
played football, went to the cinema – the only difference was 
that I had three hours less free time due to practising. But it 
didn’t feel like work to me. Since I was 13 years old, I’ve travelled 
around the world. At that age, I won the Young Musician of 
the Year Award for Austria at the Eurovision Competition in 
Amsterdam. It’s like the Eurovision Song Contest for classical 
music. It was broadcast live all over Europe. My career began 
just like that, overnight.
 
What changed after your win?

I began to work with large orchestras and conductors. Just 
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imagine, a 13-year-old child who suddenly became a star – that 
was a big challenge. At the start, I played approximately 20 
concerts per year.

Were you able to keep up with your school work?

I passed the mandatory courses. The teachers and headmasters 
knew that I was not always able to be at school and were 

supportive. It was clear that I wouldn’t achieve the best results, 
but I didn’t fail any of the courses. I was an average student.

It really is difficult to imagine having a ‘normal’ 
childhood after having that kind of success.

I was never treated like a child prodigy just because I had an 
extraordinary talent. My parents managed the balance between 
a normal and abnormal childhood very well and I grew up with 
strong values. It was true that I did something different, but 
that never went to my head. 
 
Did you have other hobbies besides music?

Of course. I’ve always been interested in sport. I watched 
important tennis matches or Formula 1 races, even if I had a 

performance the next day. I love the cinema, I swim for half an 
hour every day and am a passionate tennis player. Sport gives 
a wonderful balance and there are parallels: for a soloist, music 
is comparable with top-class sport. I also have to spend hours 
working towards perfection and bringing my performance to 
its best level, irrespective of how I feel, how I’ve slept the night 
before and whether my grandmother is ill. And music is also my 
hobby, because I’ve made my hobby into a career.

Did you have role models as a child?

Yes, in the field of music, for example, the conductor and com-
poser Leonard Bernstein, cellist Mstislaw Rostropowitsch and 
the pianist Vladimir Horowitz, but also singer and composer 
Udo Jürgens, with whom I had a close friendship for 20 years. 
Also, from the sports world Hans Krankl, Niki Lauda and Thomas 
Muster were huge idols for me. I’ve had friendships with a lot 
of my idols: Hans Krankl, Sean Connery, Roger Moore and Billy 
Joel whose brother, Alex, I studied with in Vienna.

Do you want to pass on some of your enthusiasm 
for music to the next generation?

Absolutely. For 16 years, I’ve been a professor at the private 
Konservatorium Wien [Conservatory of Vienna] University.

© ELKE MAYR
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Do you still enjoy living in Vienna?

Vienna is one of the best cities to live in. I have been a proud 
Austrian since 1982 and feel at home here. At that time, the 
government enabled families like ours to settle down here. 
We also integrated ourselves without delay and learned the 
language. It was wonderful to grow up in a world where human 
values are the most important thing. Historically, Vienna has 
also been a melting pot. What is an Austrian, after all? Always 
a mixture. For me, it’s wonderful when people can live together 
in a country in a respectful manner. 

Do you feel like a stranger when you’re on tour?

I spend around 250 days of the year travelling around the world 
and play 100 to 120 concerts. I’m a stranger everywhere but 
also, at the same time, at home everywhere. We live on a truly 
amazing planet. For me, the earth is just one country – one 
with different traditions, cultures and religions. There are only 
nice people and not so nice people. I try to give my positive 
energy to the people with a good heart. It’s not important 
where these people come from. 

5 key facts about Julian Rachlin

1. Julian Rachlin was born on 8 December 
1974 in Vilnius into a family with  
Jewish ancestry. 

2. His parents emigrated with him to Vienna 
in 1978. 

3. At 13, Rachlin won the Young Musician  
of the Year Award at the Eurovision  
Competition. This sparked a dazzling 
career, during which he’s appeared  
worldwide as a violinist and violist 
with the most renowned orchestras and 
conductors, including James Levine, Lorin 
Maazel, Zubin Mehta and Riccardo Muti. 

4. In his childhood, there was a lack of  
material things – but not of love. This has 
made him very grateful and appreciative 
of his fulfilled and exciting life today.

5. Since 2010, he has been an ambassador to  
UNICEF and supports the UN Children’s 
Fund through fundraising concerts and 
by drawing attention to the situation of 
millions of children living in poverty.
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CHILDREN’S SONGS

LESSONS  
IN RHYME

Days of the week
Monday alone
Tuesday together
Wednesday we walk
When it’s fine weather
Thursday we laugh
Friday we cry
Saturday’s hours
Seem almost to fly
But of all the days of the week
We will call Sunday, the rest day,
The best day of all.

Ring a ring o’ roses
Ring a ring o‘ roses
A pocket full of posies
A-tishoo, a-tishoo 
We all fall down.

Humpty Dumpty 
Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall
All the King‘s horses and all the King‘s men
Couldn‘t put Humpty together again.

©
 IS

TO
CK

Besides being fun, children’s nursery 
rhymes have several purposes, not least 
to help teach children about speech and 
language through rhythm and repetition. 
Here are three traditional favourites 
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